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Abstract
The debate over the preferred teaching method of ethics is between the methods
of neutrality and advocacy. Proponents of each assume that only one method is
acceptable. I argue that both methods have acceptable versions and that there are different
situations in which one is preferred over the other.
Using both methods throughout an ethics course is preferable to using only one
method exclusively. The question then becomes how one decides which method to use
with each particular issue. I argue that it depends on whether an ethical issue is
controversial or whether or not a consensus exists.
Controversy and consensus can exist amongst the general public or amongst
experts of that particular subject. These experts are either outside of the field of ethics or
within the field of ethics.
I argue that an ethics instructor should look at each issue to be discussed during
the course and determine for each whether or not it is controversial and whether or not
that controversy lies in the general public or amongst the field of experts. This will
determine which teaching method should be employed.
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Introduction
Should a teacher of ethics attempt to convince students that her own view is the
proper one to have or should she remain neutral within the confines of the classroom?
This is the central question in the neutrality/advocacy debate and is a question that should
be considered by anyone who is in the profession of teaching ethics.
If one chooses to teach according to neutrality, then one would not attempt to
promote one’s own view as being the correct one to hold. All views are given equal
possibility of being the correct view and students are encouraged to determine which
view they hold by considering all of the arguments. The various views are presented in
absence of any bias that might be had by the one teaching the course.
The method of advocacy, on the other hand, allows the instructor to present her
view and show why she thinks it is the correct view to hold. Students would be presented
with the arguments that convinced the instructor that it is the correct view and they would
be shown how this view holds up against criticism.
The main distinction between these two methods is over what the role of
instructor is within the classroom. Neutrality confines the instructor to the role of
presenting the arguments and limits her from promoting one view as preferable to
another. Whereas the advocacy method prefers that the instructor promotes one view over
another.
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Proponents of each method argue that students benefit from the instructor’s either
withholding her view or arguing for it. Likewise, proponents argue that the opposing
method is harmful for students and should be avoided.
The debate over these two pedagogical methods is of concern primarily in applied
ethics courses since in these courses students are encouraged to form an opinion on the
material. In addition, there is often no received or settled view. Likewise, this issue will
arise mainly in first-year courses where the majority of students are young freshmen.
These students have likely not yet fully formed their own opinions of the issues under
discussion. Being young, they are also more susceptible to pressure and coercion. The
material is also likely to be something they have not encountered before. Additionally,
students are likely to be unaware of the pedagogical methods of neutrality and advocacy
and would not be able to easily recognize one over the other.
Attempts to determine which method is preferable are problematic due to the fact
that there are no clear definitions of either method. One person’s definition of an
acceptable form of neutrality might be interchangeable with another’s definition of an
acceptable form of advocacy.
Therefore, I will use the following definitions of each method. Neutrality is that
method by which an instructor withholds her own views and makes an effort to present
opposing views without any apparent biases. Advocacy is that method by which an
instructor promotes one view and presents arguments and evidence for why she thinks
that view is correct.
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Additionally, both methods neglect to acknowledge that for certain subjects there
are sometimes agreements and sometimes disagreements within the field of ethics and
that some topics are more controversial than others. In fact, for some topics little to no
controversy exists. This should be taken into consideration when determining whether or
not it is appropriate for an instructor to reveal her views.
An instructor is not teaching students in isolation from the views of everyone else
in the field. Essays and book excerpts are not separate from the persons who wrote them.
A consensus can be determined by anyone who looks closely enough. This consensus
will have an effect on whether or not an instructor reveals her own views to her students.
I intend to show that both neutrality and advocacy arguments are insufficiently
clear. I will also show that one method does not have to be used exclusively and that
instructors should consider how controversial a subject is before determining which
method to use. Additionally, I will show that consensus of experts should be taken into
account to determine what is acceptable as a means to teach ethics to students at the intro
level. Furthermore, an instructor is obligated to teach according to whether or not
consensus exists amongst experts of the given topic. An example may help illuminate
what I mean by consensus and why it is a factor in the neutrality/advocacy debate.
Consider an instructor who is discussing environmental ethics during a section of
a course on contemporary ethical issues. Let us assume that he is of the belief that global
warming is not occurring or that it is not human caused.
If this instructor were to teach according to the neutrality method, he would
present both sides of this issue and not reveal that he himself holds the view that global
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warming does not exist. He would encourage students to decide for themselves whether
or not they think that it is true or not without trying to influence them toward his own
view.
On the other hand, if he were teaching according to advocacy, he would inform
students of his position and attempt to convince them that his view is correct. He may
even introduce papers written by fringe scientists who dispute the evidence for global
warming.
What both of these methods fail to acknowledge is that there is consensus
amongst climatologists that global warming is real and is primarily human-caused. If the
instructor’s view is presented in this case it must be done so with the caveat that it differs
from the view held by the majority of experts in the field.
In this case, the experts are those in the field of science. However, for the ethics
teacher, it will also be beneficial to determine those cases where a consensus exists
amongst ethicists. As an example, consider the case of equality. This can be in the form
of sexual equality, racial equality, or equality based on sexual orientation. There will
likely be students who disagree with one of the above categories and might argue that
there is reason to treat one group as less than another. It would be the duty of the ethics
teacher to point out the consensus that exists amongst ethicists concerning the equality
within these groups.
This is an easy example and clearly more complicated cases will exist. Consensus
cannot be readily determined in all cases. In fact, for the field of ethics itself, it will often
not exist at all. My argument is that for those times that a consensus can be determined, it
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should be acknowledged and taught to students. I will look at the difficulty in
determining consensus and offer some solutions in the section on advocating consensus.
In the following pages I will show the problems inherent in following a strictly
neutrality or advocative method. I will also show why an instructor should look at
whether or not a consensus exists about that subject to determine if she should advocate
or remain neutral. I intend to start with neutrality and argue that the problems with this
method will tend to lead to students holding the belief that no ethical answers can be
found. It also runs the risk of emphasizing moral skepticism and moral relativism.
This will be followed by an examination of the pedagogical method of advocacy
which allows instructors to promote their view to students and to argue for why they
think their view is correct. I will examine different versions of advocacy as well as
criticisms of each.
I will show common concerns that affect neutrality and advocacy as well as the
limitations of each. I will conclude that a more flexible method will be the most
beneficial for teaching ethics to students who have not yet fully formed their own views
of the subject matter. This will have an instructor maintain neutrality on issues for which
there is still controversy while advocating for views for which there exists a consensus.
I will look deeper into the issue of determining consensus in the final section and
ask how it can be determined within the field of ethics. I will offer methods that one
should use to investigate this consensus. I will argue that an instructor should present this
consensus to her students whether or not it agrees with the view held by the instructor. It
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is the duty of an instructor in any field to educate her students about what experts in the
field tend to agree on.
I think that how one teaches one’s students is an important ethical question itself
and one which should be seriously considered by anyone who engages in the task of
education. Whether one chooses to remain neutral or whether one decides to advocate
their own view should be a part of any instructor’s teaching philosophy. However,
anyone attempting to do so will soon find themselves engaged in a difficult task since the
current literature on the topic is murky, at best. My goal in the next two sections is to
make these two positions clear and determine if either one is an acceptable method to
teaching intro level students. I will begin with neutrality which says that a teacher should
withhold her own view and present all sides of an issue equally.
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Neutrality
Neutrality asks that an instructor remain impartial toward the views and positions
being discussed in class. The neutralist is concerned about improperly influencing
students toward one view over another. The neutralist argues that not supporting one
view over any other will respect the student’s right to make their own ethical judgments.
A teacher using the method of neutrality will make an effort to conceal his own
views from his students. When presenting competing viewpoints, he will avoid indicating
that he agrees or disagrees with any particular view. The neutralist argues that it is the
instructor’s role to present the various arguments and leave it to the student to determine
the view he or she agrees with.
Critics of neutrality claim that it presents students with the impression that
answers are not possible for the subjects being discussed. This leads to a kind of moral
relativism in the minds of students. They will come to think that all views have an equal
chance of being correct. Additionally, critics claim that neutrality shows to students that
the instructor lacks any commitment toward his own convictions and values.
However, I argue that these criticisms have merit only if students are not made
aware of the fact that there is a valid pedagogical reason for the instructor withholding his
view. Therefore, I consider there to be two ways to teach by method of neutrality. One is
when the use of it is withheld and the other is when the use of it is revealed.
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I agree with the criticisms of neutrality in those cases where the instructor fails to explain
the method to his students. However, these criticisms are alleviated in those cases where
the use of the method is revealed. In what follows, I will look at the criticisms of the
method of neutrality and show how revealing the use of the method to students will
answer those criticisms. Additionally, I will argue that revealed neutrality should be
considered a valid form of pedagogy.

Classic Neutrality
Linda Bomstad, in her essay, “Advocating Procedural Neutrality”, discusses the
method by which an instructor remains silent concerning her views. Neutrality, according
to Bomstad, “recommends an instructional posture of nondisclosure on controversial
issues, and procedural policies of balance and impartiality in handling competing
viewpoints.” (Bomstad, 197). There are three points in this definition that need to be
further expanded on: nondisclosure, balance, and impartiality. I will consider each of
these in what follows.
Nondisclosure means that the instructor is careful not to reveal any information to
her students concerning what her own views are. For the classic neutralist, the ideal
situation is for her students to be ignorant of her views all the way through to the end of
the course. She would hope that no student would be able to figure out her view even if
they set out to try. It is more than simply withholding a view but it is an active pursuit of
instilling ignorance of her view.
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Balance means that the instructor presents the same amount of evidence for all
sides of an issue. She would take effort to avoid presenting weak or straw man versions
of positions that are different from her own. She would look for the strongest version of
each position and present them all equally.
The instructor remains impartial by presenting the strongest version of each
position and not letting it be known which view she herself holds. She withholds placing
any value judgment upon any view to indicate that one is preferred over another.
Furthermore, Bomstad says that for a classic neutralist “judgment on issues is
suspended until evidence for opposing sides has received fair hearing” (Bomstad, 197).
Fair hearing is an important consideration for those supporting neutrality. Bomstad
describes how a classic neutralist hopes to achieve fair hearing.
Fair hearing is achieved when a teacher plays the role of serious devil’s advocate
for a full range of views, rendering for balanced examination and critique the
strongest and most charitable version of each viewpoint and its supporting
arguments. (Bomstad, 198)
Whenever the instructor presents a view, she does so in a manner consistent with
someone who actually holds that view. This avoids any possible straw manning of those
views opposite of the one that she herself holds. She leaves it up to her students to decide,
for themselves, which view makes the best case and which they should adopt for
themselves.
The “classic neutralists worry that when a teacher publicizes her own views, she
undermines rather than encourages the independent rationality of her students.”
(Bomstad, 199) The position of instructor influences students to adopt the view held by
the instructor. The classic neutralist desires to remove this influence and allow students to
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decide for themselves. Thus, the instructor makes sure that even those views she
considers wrong are given equal treatment.
The classic neutralist’s goal is for the students to be ignorant of her own position
all the way to the end of the semester. To understand what this would amount to, imagine
if the instructor were to poll the class and ask if anyone could determine what her view is.
Anyone trying to determine her position should be left with nothing more than mere
guesswork.

Revealed Neutrality
If an instructor wishes to remain silent as to his view, he should not also remain
silent as to his intention to do so. He should explain fully the purpose behind the method
and the reasons that he prefers it over any other. Revealed neutrality insists that
instructors explain to students their use of neutrality as a pedagogical method.
Not disclosing one’s preferred pedagogical method and the reasons behind
adopting it can do harm to the method itself. Bomstad herself explains why this is the
case.
A neutralist employing argument for the purpose of inquiry might develop
arguments that turn out to be persuasive: this could compromise her neutrality, turning
her into a de facto partisan advocate. The problem of recognizing our distinction in
practice is largely solved by teachers who explain their program and purposes to students,
and who effectively model their approaches.” (Bomstad, 201)
What Bomstad fails to recognize is that this revealing of one’s method is an
important requirement to the use of it. Informing students of one’s intention to withhold
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one’s views and convictions will allow them to comprehend that there is a reason for
doing so. This will let students understand that the instructor does have an opinion but is
purposefully withholding it for their own benefit.
This disclosure need not interfere with the ordinary teaching of the class. It can
easily be done during the first week of a semester when other elements of the class
structure are explained to the students. In fact, it could very well become a standard
addition to the course syllabus.

Criticisms of Classic Neutrality and How Revealed Neutrality Answers Them
Bomstad presents what she considers to be the criticisms of classic neutrality. She
claims that student autonomy is in jeopardy since classic neutrality “promotes dishonesty,
moral relativism and lack of commitment to values” (Bomstad, 199). These will tend to
thwart rational autonomy rather than encourage it. I will consider each of these criticisms
next, and I will show how disclosure serves to alleviate them.
It Promotes Dishonesty
In order to give fair hearing of all positions, the instructor will inevitably end up
supporting a position he thinks isn’t true. Students may think that the instructor holds the
opposite view from what is actually held. At the same time, he must avoid reaching a
conclusion as to which is the best position to hold.
This has the undesirable outcome, Bomstad thinks, of teaching students how to
defend untrue positions. In other words, students may come to see philosophy as a course

12

in ‘how to argue’. They may see that it matters more how you defend a position than in
holding an honest opinion that you have come through by reason and examination of the
arguments.
Mike Martin also warns that students may question a professor’s integrity,
“students may suspect professors are not being completely ‘up front’ with them, that they
have a hidden agenda of sneaking their views into class presentation instead of overtly
acknowledging them.” (Martin, 27).
This criticism is avoided by the disclosing the use of neutrality as one’s method of
teaching. The instructor is honest about the fact that he is using neutrality as a method
and that he is fairly presenting all sides. Students understand that the instructor has a view
but that he is keeping that view hidden for pedagogical reasons and for no other reason.
It Promotes Moral Relativism
This criticism says that classic neutrality makes it appear as though all arguments
are equal. Although there is value in a general form of relativism where respect is given
to all points of view, this is more of a crude form of relativism. It gives an ‘anything
goes’ appearance to philosophy.
Students may come to see all philosophical arguments as having equal merit.
They will not see the value in determining what argument has a stronger chance of being
right. Each argument presented is followed by a refutation of that argument. If every
argument can be defeated, then no argument will appear to have any merit. Students may
leave the course seeing philosophy itself as having no value. As noted above, philosophy
could be seen as merely being word games.
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Martin is equally concerned that this “may convey the disastrous attitude that any
view is as good as another (perhaps as long as a student has some reasons for it), thereby
inviting moral shallowness and cynicism.” (Martin, 27) I think that this is indeed the case
when students are not given the rationale behind all sides being presented to them.
I have heard from students who are disillusioned by philosophical inquiry due to
an appearance of relativism, not only in matters of ethical theories, but in discussions of
metaphysics as well. A number of students have expressed to me that philosophy is
nothing more than word games and verbal manipulation. In my view, these concerns can
be alleviated if students understood the reason that we are teaching them this way and
that truth determinations can be had. We should explain our role as instructors and the
reason that we are teaching the way that we are.
Explaining one’s use of neutrality and the reasoning behind it makes it clear why
the instructor is presenting all sides equally. The instructor should encourage her students
to evaluate all arguments and to choose which they find to be the most convincing.
Giving all sides a fair and equal hearing is not the same as saying one cannot determine
which side of an argument one should accept.
Disclosing her neutrality lets students know the reason that all sides are presented
without value judgments being placed upon them. This allows students to place the value
judgments themselves without being influenced by the instructor’s view. This is the very
reason that one might choose neutrality as a method in the first place.
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It Promotes a Lack of Commitment to Values
This criticism states that if an instructor holds a position and she does not actively
promote it, this tells students that it is acceptable to not be committed to our positions.
This particular criticism relates more to ethical discussions than to other areas of
philosophy.
Our ethical values tend to be strongly held and an instructor should want students
to hold strongly to their own ethical values. For example, consider an instructor who is
strongly committed to the ethical view that the death penalty should be abolished. If she
is a classical neutralist, she will present views in favor of the death penalty as well as
those against without letting students know that she falls into the latter view. This may
present to students the idea that she is not committed to any one position concerning this
issue which is one that many people have strong opinions about.
Mike Martin acknowledges that disclosure would minimize these concerns “if
instructors find a way to convey a faith that reasonable answers can be found, and that
they have convictions which they withhold solely as a pedagogical strategy.” (Martin, 27)
This allows students to develop their own position without being influenced by the
instructor, a concern had by those who teach by the method of classic neutrality.
Illusion of Neutrality
An additional criticism that comes up in discussions of neutrality is that it simply
is not attainable. The way we teach, the books we choose, and the arguments we present
are influenced by the views that we hold.
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It is not possible to truly be neutral in the classroom without disclosing its use as a
pedagogical method. One’s biases will inevitably show through. Bomstad writes:
In an applied philosophy course, the selection of texts and issues, the description
or labeling of positions, the choice of representative viewpoints and the ordering
of competing arguments can each reflect an instructor’s biases, even when the
instructor is, in all good faith, attempting to be impartial. (Bomstad, 206)
One must choose what texts to use and what issues will be focused on. Therefore,
the instructor is going to focus on what she thinks matters. Even the order that material is
presented can influence which arguments a student is likely to accept. Thus, the neutralist
can influence whether or not the students accept her position over any others presented.
This potential abuse of the neutral method is likely to be unintentional. The
instructor may not consciously be aware that she is influencing her students to accept her
view. This concern will be alleviated by the instructor disclosing the reason for the choice
in text and the reason that the text is presented in the order that it is. This has the added
effect of bringing it to the immediate attention of the instructor who will be more
conscious as to the reasons for using the materials and presenting them in the order that
they are.
Neutrality will be increasingly difficult for an instructor to maintain in the
contemporary classroom, one that exists in the so-called information age. It is becoming
popular to put one’s thoughts online: on social networking sites, blogs, or personal web
pages. Papers that instructors have written can be easily found online. Some professors
also post their CVs on their personal websites.
In order to maintain neutrality, an instructor will have to make a great effort to
hide his thoughts. This may at first seem an unlikely scenario as it would require some
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effort on the part of students. However, it only takes one student to look up something
that the instructor had written and share it with other members of the class. This could
even be done during class if a student looks up on his or her laptop something that the
instructor has written.
This does not necessitate that the professor withdraws from the neutrality position
just because a student discovers what the professor’s views are. She can still remain
neutral (in the classroom) and disclose to students that her views will not be defended
within the class but that they can be discussed outside of the classroom.
Once again, the disclosure of one’s neutrality addresses this issue. A professor
who is aware of his opinions existing online, and that they may be different from what his
current views are, can inform his students of this fact. Additionally, he can let them know
that sometimes a person’s views evolve and/or change over time. This is an ideal
opportunity to teach this fact to young people who may not have come to realize this yet.

Therefore, I think that neutrality is an acceptable method of pedagogy. Provided,
that is, that the instructor makes it known to students that she intends to teach by this
method. However, I do not think that it is the only acceptable method of teaching. Rather
it is one acceptable method.
Advocacy, like neutrality, has a version that I find unacceptable as well as a
version that I find acceptable. In the next chapter, I will look at this method as an
alternative to neutrality. In the chapter following that, I will explain why I think that the
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ideal method is one of flexibility where the instructor is neutral on some issues and
advocates on others.
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Advocacy
An instructor using the pedagogical strategy of advocacy reveals her views to
students and gives the reasons that she holds those views. Whereas a neutralist is
concerned that she will influence students by revealing her views, the advocate believes
that students benefit from this knowledge.
The instructor, being an expert in her field, is presenting students with a view that
she has come to through research and careful consideration of the views of other experts
in the field. This view is then presented to students throughout the duration of the course.
Critics are concerned that students will be unduly influenced by the role that the
instructor has in the classroom. Students may think that they have no choice but to accept
the instructor’s view.
Like neutrality, I see the advocacy method as existing in two forms: one where
the critic’s concerns are valid and one where these concerns are answered. Therefore, this
chapter will take a similar form as the previous one. I will present the concerns that have
arisen in the literature concerning the advocacy method. I will then explain each form of
advocacy and will show that the unacceptable form does not address the criticisms, while
the acceptable form does.
There are two ways in which an instructor may advocate in the classroom. The
first is ‘persuasive advocacy’ where the instructor argues for a view and attempts to
convince students that this view is correct. The second is ‘critical advocacy’ which
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presents the instructor’s view for analysis and critique. The former version I consider to
be the unacceptable version of advocacy while the latter is acceptable.

Concerns about Advocacy
Both versions of advocacy present two concerns or criticisms that must be
addressed first. One concern is that students may be indoctrinated or coerced into holding
the same view as the instructor. The second concern is that student’s autonomy ought to
be protected. I will look at both of these concerns before considering each form of
advocacy.
Indoctrination
An instructor should not attempt to force students to hold the same view as they
do without allowing students to consider the evidence for and against that view.
Instructors should not allow the appearance that students have no choice but to accept
their view. The definition in Snook’s “Indoctrination and Education” is
A person indoctrinates P (a proposition or set of propositions) if he teaches with
the intention that the pupil believes P regardless of the evidence. (Snook, 47)
Students may be subject to indoctrination if the instructor gives the appearance
that grades are affected by whether or not the students agree with the instructor.
Additionally, the classroom environment should not give students the impression that
their disagreements with the instructor will be ridiculed or dismissed out of hand.
This form of indoctrination in the classroom would not be allowed.
“Indoctrination is prohibited because students, as rational human beings, have a right to
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learn without coercion.” (Newton, 8) It must be made clear, therefore, that students have
the option to disagree with the instructor and that it is only one view amongst others.
Respecting Student Autonomy
Relating to the avoidance of indoctrination is the respecting of student autonomy.
Students should be seen as rational beings capable of making their own determination as
to which is the correct view to have regarding the ethical issues under discussion. Mike
Martin points out that instructors should not be “preoccupied with crusading for one
position that they fail to provoke students to think independently.” (Martin, 27). Students
should be encouraged to evaluate the arguments and come to their own decisions about
which view they themselves will hold.
According to Martin, in order for advocacy to be an acceptable teaching method,
it must be in line with the responsibilities an instructor has to their students. The first is
the ‘truth-responsibility’ and the second is the ‘respect-responsibility’. The purpose of the
former is to “advance knowledge”. For the latter, it is to “respect students’ autonomy
within authority governed relationships.” (Martin, 20). I will next look at each of these
responsibilities more closely so that I can later argue the necessity of disclosing one’s
method to one’s students.
What an instructor should respect is the student’s right to come to their own
conclusions. Instructors have a responsibility to respect their students’ autonomy, both
moral and intellectual (Martin, 21). Furthermore, as mentioned above, the instructor
should avoid any appearance of indoctrination.
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The instructor should avoid any type of indoctrination. He should avoid
impressing his own views onto students without their having come to those views
through their own utilization of reason and rationality. A student should not think a
certain way simply because that is the way the instructor thinks. Additionally, we don’t
want the student to simply repeat an instructor’s views on exams and essays because they
think it will help them get a better grade.
With the avoidance of indoctrination comes respecting a student’s autonomy. A
student should come to conclusions on their own and not through any sort of coercion on
the instructor’s part. Many students in their first year or two of college are young and
impressionable. The instructor must be careful not to force his view onto students,
whether done intentionally or not.
This is, of course, only an issue for areas where controversy still exists concerning
what views one can hold. Therefore, if an instructor is teaching a course in logic and tells
his students that one cannot affirm the consequent in a conditional statement, he is not
violating their autonomy. However, if he were teaching medical ethics, and insisted that
students recognize that life begins at conception, then he would be.
I will turn now to the two types of advocacy, keeping in mind that the instructor
should avoid the appearance of indoctrination and should take precautions that student
autonomy is respected. The instructor should adhere to the goals and responsibilities as
described above. Finally, the instructor should be sure that her chosen pedagogical
method is explained to her students and that the students understand that their autonomy
will be respected.
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Persuasive Advocacy
This sense of advocacy is similar to what is used in a debate where one is trying
to convince an audience that their view is preferred over an opponent’s view. An
instructor using persuasive advocacy as a teaching method is pleading a case and is, in
the end, attempting to convince students that his view is the correct one.
Bomstad argues that “advocative pedagogy is inherently coercive and
manipulative because its methods involve persuasion and unequal treatment of competing
viewpoints.” (Bomstad, 198). The instructor who is persuading his students is likely to
present opposing viewpoints in a less than balanced way to the view that he himself
follows.
The instructor runs the risk that a student’s autonomy might not be respected due
to the influence that an instructor has over a class. The instructor has power over the
students as to how well they do in the course. Students may believe that their grades can
be affected by whether or not they agree with the instructor.
Even if the student disagrees with the instructor, he or she may pretend to agree in
order to secure a good grade in the course. This interferes with the truth responsibility
that the instructor has toward his students since whatever view a person claims to hold
should be the view that they actually hold. The instructor has an obligation not to
encourage dishonesty concerning the views that one claims to hold.
Consider the instructor who is teaching a course in modern ethics. This particular
instructor holds the view that all arguments in favor of the existence of God ultimately
fail. If he were to give students the impression that they must accept his conclusion that
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God most likely did not exist, then he would be running into this issue of indoctrination.
The same would be true if he made all arguments arguing in favor of God’s existence
seem childish or not worthy of any response.

Critical Advocacy
Critical advocacy encourages students to ask questions or disagree with the course
material or the instructor’s view. The instructor presents her view alongside competing
views. Thus, the instructor’s views are subject to critique just as any other would be. For
this to work, “the classroom atmosphere must permit free analytical inquiry” (Newton, 3)
and the instructor should organize the course and the lectures in such a way to encourage
this.
Linda Bomstad considers this method to be a version of neutrality instead of one
of advocacy. In fact, she calls this method ‘procedural neutrality’. According to Bomstad,
there are two aspects of classic neutrality (as defined in the previous section):
nondisclosure of the instructor’s point of view and impartiality of presenting competing
viewpoints. Procedural neutrality tends to abandon the former while emphasizing the
latter. (Bomstad, 199). Thus, the instructor is maintaining her neutrality by her
impartiality in presenting her view and those contrary to her view.
I, however, do not consider critical advocacy to be synonymous with neutrality. It
is the goal of the advocate to demonstrate that her view is correct. Neutrality, on the other
hand, does not attempt to demonstrate that one view is preferred over another.
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Whether one considers this method a version of neutrality or one of advocacy is
not particularly relevant. Since the instructor is treating all views equally, it can certainly
be thought of as neutrality. For my purposes, I will consider any methods in which the
instructor reveals her view to be a version of advocacy. Likewise, any method in which
the instructor withholds her view is a version of neutrality.
The instructor’s saying ‘this is my view’ is no different than saying ‘this is Kant’s
view’ or ‘this is Hume’s view.’ It is merely presented as one of the possibilities that are
under discussion. The instructor’s view is then critiqued in the same way that other views
are. She is not attempting to convince students that her view is the correct one but is
simply presenting it alongside any others.
Additionally, the student’s viewpoints would be given the same equal and fair
treatment. The instructor would not simply dismiss a student’s views because they are
contrary to her own. She would encourage students to present challenges to her views
and would be willing to acknowledge any challenge which weakens her view. The
instructor is presenting her view and holding it up to scrutiny and is additionally giving
fair treatment to opposing views.
This tells the students that one can hold a view but that it should continually be
questioned and criticized. This demonstrates to students the importance of avoiding a
tenacious clinging to their own views.
Moral relativism is avoided since the instructor is showing that there are views
that can be held. However, it also shows that respect should be given to other views
which are different from one’s own.
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By informing the students of one’s own position, the instructor is showing that
she has a commitment to her own views. However, once again, tenacity should be
avoided. Commitment does not mean clinging to one’s position. This is why holding the
instructor’s view up to criticism is important. The instructor must be willing to
acknowledge a good and valid criticism brought up against her views and, if need be, also
be willing to change them.
To tell one’s students that there is a position one holds is not the same as telling
them that it is the only position that can be held. This does not have to be presented in a
trivial sense, in that ‘by the way, this is what I happen to agree with.’ Rather it can be
presented boldly. The students should know that the instructor came to this conclusion
through research, rational thought, and consideration of alternative viewpoints.
The instructor using this method of advocacy would encourage student
disagreement of the instructor’s views. This would be made clear during the disclosure of
the teaching method. It would be emphasized to students that they should challenge the
instructor’s view and to argue for alternative views.
Indoctrination is avoided since students are informed that the instructor’s view is
one of the views under discussion and is not the view that students are expected to take.
Disclosing and explaining the use of this method is necessary in order for students to
recognize that critical advocacy is even occurring.
McNulty thinks that the concern of indoctrination can be avoided by what he calls
a fallibility clause. He says that “so long as substantial disagreement exists in regard to
ethical matters, it should always be the case that the practitioners make it clear that there
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is a chance that their conclusions are mistaken.” (McNulty, 369) He says that this can
avoid concerns of dogmatism and indoctrination.
The instructor, therefore, makes it clear that there is always a possibility that her
conclusion is mistaken. That no matter how strongly one holds to a position, it is
important to be willing to accept that an alternative view may turn out to be better. This
has the added benefit of demonstrating to students that their own views are fallible. This
fallibility clause would be disclosed to the students at the same time that the instructor
discloses his intention to use the advocacy pedagogical method at the beginning of the
semester.
Consider again the instructor who thinks all arguments in favor of the existence of
God ultimately fail. If he treats his students as autonomous he will assume that they are
capable of determining for themselves whether or not an argument is sufficient to
determine the existence of God. He will provide them with all of the arguments and allow
them to make up their own minds.
Critical advocacy should be considered alongside revealed neutrality as an
acceptable method of teaching intro students in the fields of ethics. In the next chapter, I
will argue that the ideal method is one of flexibility. Instructors should, I think, avoid
dogmatically holding to one method of teaching when in some cases one is preferred over
the other. I will look at which cases a neutrality method is better and which cases an
advocacy method is preferred.
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The Open Approach
I have now argued that there is an acceptable version of both neutrality and
advocacy. For neutrality, it is acceptable provided that the instructor makes it clear his
intentions to use it as a method and explains his rationale for incorporating it. For
advocacy, it becomes an acceptable method when the instructor presents his view for
scrutiny and evaluation alongside other views presented in class. What must now be
considered is which version is the preferred method for teaching ethics in the intro
classroom.
The first consideration is whether or not one method is ‘better’ than the other.
Does one method teach students better and instill more knowledge than the other? In the
absence of any clinical studies to determine the answer to this question, it would seem
that for the time being we cannot know the answer. My own experience with using both
methods would indicate that neither method is inherently better than the other.
As a graduate teaching assistant, I was able to lead discussions of the material that
had been presented during the week. I initially had decided to withhold my own view and
merely facilitate the discussion had by the students in the class. However, it was not long
before students began asking me what I thought. It became necessary for me to explain
my rationale for withholding my view so that I did not influence their thoughts on the
matter.
However, I discovered that there were some areas for which I have strongly held
views which made it difficult to withhold my position on, for example, my view that gay
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and lesbian persons have the moral right to serve openly in the military. As a veteran, I
have a unique perspective on the situation that is not likely shared by many others in the
class. Therefore, I disclosed my veteran status and why I hold the view that I do.
In my final semester as a teaching assistant, I decided to take some time at the end
to get my students’ opinions as to which pedagogical method was preferred by them. I
explained both the neutrality method and the advocacy method and asked which they
thought was more beneficial. The results of this unscientific poll were not what I
expected.
I thought that I would receive a consensus but it turned out that there were close
to equal numbers of students who preferred neutrality as there were those who preferred
advocacy. One thing that I received unanimous support for was the disclosure
requirement. Students agree that the professor should make it clear which method he is
using and the justification for that method.
Additionally, students who were in favor of one method were willing to accept the
alternative provided that the professor respected student autonomy and ensured that
grading was fair. They wanted to be sure that disagreeing with the professor would not
harm their academic careers.
I also proposed the alternative method of remaining neutral throughout the course
until the very end when the instructor would then present her own views regarding what
was discussed. This satisfied those who were in favor of either method.
Those who preferred neutrality responded that waiting until the end of the
semester meant that there would be no concerns about their grades being affected by their
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agreement with the professor. Those who preferred advocacy said that this would give
them a reason to think that there were answers to some of the issues raised in class.
In the end, the choice of following a neutrality or an advocacy pedagogical
method may come down to the style and teaching philosophy of the individual professor.
As to whether or not harm comes to the students, it has more to do with whether or not
the method is disclosed and explained and less to do with the method itself.
Since students differ so in their preferences concerning which method is ideal, an
instructor should consider what type of classroom she is teaching when thinking about
which method to use. In the next section, I will consider the dynamics of the classroom
and how that relates to which method is employed.

Dynamics of the Classroom
Mike Martin notes that making any “teaching style obligatory neglects the
importance of matching teaching style to individual personalities and talents.” (Martin,
28) The types of students in any individual classroom may determine which pedagogical
method is better.
For one particular classroom, neutrality might be a preferred method. For another,
it may be advocacy. It would be best not to tenaciously cling to one method over another
and it would be better to be flexible as to which method might work best within a given
classroom setting.
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Neutrality and advocacy can also be selectively applied to any one individual
classroom. One can “engage in advocacy on some issues and selectively withhold one’s
views on other issues.” (Martin, 29) Martin is concerned about the consequences of not
making it clear when one is advocating and when one is not. The risks of doing so
“include possible confusions created when a professor is not explicit about whether
advocacy is taking place and the possibility that students will suspect a hidden agenda
when views are withheld.” (Martin, 29) Therefore, it is preferred that one makes it clear
and discloses to the students when one is engaging in neutrality and when one is
advocating.
Likewise, individual students within any single classroom might benefit more
from one method over the other. After all, classrooms are not made up of only one type
of student. So, a professor would only benefit a portion of a class by utilizing one
pedagogical method.
Disclosing the method being used will aid in students accepting the method even
if it is not one that is ideal for them in particular. If the professor explains the reason that
this method is being used, the student is less likely to find issue with the use of that
method.

Neutrality, Then Advocacy
Similar to the point above would be a course which begins by using neutrality and
then ends with the instructor revealing her position. This would be ideal in those
situations where part of the class prefers neutrality and others prefer advocacy.
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Throughout the course, the instructor would stick with a strict neutrality method
whereby her own views and convictions are hidden from students. Once the end of the
semester approaches, the instructor would take a class period or two to give students her
own views concerning what had been discussed throughout the course.
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The Consensus View
Ethical issues are more than just controversial and not controversial. There are
levels of controversy depending on the issue being discussed. Occasionally, there is large
agreement concerning which view to hold. This consensus should be considered when
thinking about whether to teach by neutrality or advocacy.
Any ethical issue can be looked at from the perspective of whether or not a
consensus can be found concerning that issue. This consensus should be presented in the
same way that an instructor’s view is presented when using critical advocacy. It should
be analyzed and critiqued by the instructor and the students with the understanding that
the view is held by a majority of people.
Therefore, there are two types of ethical problems: those which are controversial
and those where some level of consensus can be found. In this section I will look at each
of these and determine when an instructor should present the consensus view for analysis.
A controversial view is one where rational, well-informed, persons disagree and
where one view does not have a significant number of adherents over the other. In order
to understand the importance of the controversial view, I will divide people into two
categories: the general public and the particular field of experts.
Whether a view is controversial or whether consensus can be found happens with
different combinations of these two categories. In this chapter I will look at each of these
combinations and argue for the preferred teaching method within each.
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The Consensus Dynamic
In certain cases, the consensus in the general public is either in line with or
opposed to the consensus amongst the experts. Since intro students have yet to be
exposed to the arguments amongst the experts, I will consider their view to likely fall in
line with that of the general public.
Controversy exists, either amongst experts or amongst the general public, when
there is real disagreement about what the correct view might be. In this section, I will
look at the different cases where the view of the general public is either in line with or
opposed to that of the experts.
Within both the general public and amongst experts, there will either be a
consensus view or there will be controversy of competing views. We can therefore divide
it into the following cases.
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Controversy in the general public / Consensus in the field of experts
Consensus in the general public / Controversy in the field of experts
Consensus in both – consensus is same
Consensus in both – consensus is different
Controversy in both
It is important for the instructor to be aware of these distinctions when structuring

the course around the teaching methods of neutrality and advocacy.
Furthermore, there are two types of experts that should be considered.
1)
2)

Experts within the field of ethics
Experts outside of the field of ethics
Whether or not one should take a neutral view depends on which of these types of

experts are related to that issue.
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In certain courses, expert opinion is consulted from outside of the field of ethics.
If there is a consensus amongst these experts, the instructor ought to advocate toward that
consensus. If there is no consensus, then the instructor should be free to use either
revealed neutrality or critical advocacy as outlined in the previous chapters.
I will look at each of the cases of consensus below and whether or not the experts
are from outside the field of ethics or are within the field of ethics, starting with the
former.

Controversy in General Public / Consensus amongst Experts
There are times in which the general public disagrees about an issue but there is
agreement amongst experts in the relevant field. In these cases in particular it is desirable
for the instructor to promote the view consistent with the experts. I will look now at two
examples which demonstrate why this is the case.
Consider a course in environmental ethics. The issue of whether or not climate
change is human-caused and is detrimental to the survival of the planet will at some point
be under discussion. The consensus amongst climatologists is that global climate change
is a real phenomenon and is indeed primarily human-caused. However, within the general
public there is still doubt that this is the case.
An instructor teaching this course ought to advocate toward the consensus view of
the experts. This should be the case even if the instructor’s view is in opposition to the
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experts. Students should hear the view of the experts especially if it contradicts their own
view.
This is not to say that the instructor should discourage students from questioning
the view of the experts. They should be encouraged to argue against it if they indeed
think that it is wrong. This is not an attempt to set up an argument from authority. It is
rather to set restrictions on what view the instructor is promoting. One can think of this as
using the critical advocacy approach from the previous chapter but that the view that is
being presented for analysis is that held by the consensus of experts.
Another example is one where the course is in biological ethics. In this case the
theory of evolution is likely to be a part of the lesson. Here the consensus of biologists is
that evolution is the best explanation for the diversity of life on the planet today and is a
likely explanation for the origin of our ethical natures.
Within the general public, however, there are some who question this theory and
deny that evolution has and is occurring. As in the above case, students in the course are
likely to hold opposing views as well. Also as in the case of environmental change, the
instructor should present and argue for the consensus view while allowing students to
challenge that view.
These two examples relate to experts from outside of the field of ethics.
Instructors should not remain neutral in these cases since the consensus view is in favor
of one view. Likewise, if the instructor’s view is opposite that of the consensus view, it
should be presented with the clear indication that it differs from that of the experts.
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When it comes to determining consensus within the field of ethics, things are a
little more complicated. We know what the opinions of scientists are because they have
been polled. No similar polls are conducted on ethicists concerning areas of their
expertise. However, polls are conducted on the general public concerning ethical issues.
Consider recent discussions of same-sex marriage or the ongoing debate on abortion.
Public opinion polls show that the general public is divided on these issues. For instance,
a recent Washington Post – ABC News poll shows that 53% of Americans are in favor of
same-sex marriage (News 2011). This number shows that, all though support is rising, it
is still a controversial issue.
What might a poll of ethicists show? If the number in favor is significant enough
to show a consensus, then this should be discussed in class. Students should be made
aware that those who study ethics think one way or another.
If it can be determined that a consensus of ethicists are in favor of one view, then
the instructor of a course in ethics should present that view. This can be thought of as
advocating toward the consensus view and is preferable to remaining silent as one would
if teaching by neutrality.

Consensus in General Public / Controversy in Field of Experts
There are issues for which the opinion of the average person is overwhelmingly in
favor of one view over the other. This view is likely to be a received view where little
thought has been attempted to challenge it amongst those who hold it to be true.
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Additionally, the opinion of the field of experts is one where opinions differ and
discussion and challenges of the received view continue.
An example of this within the field of ethics would be the issue over whether or
not it is morally acceptable to eat meat. According to a Harris Interactive poll, 3% of
Americans would be classified as vegetarian (The Vegetarian Resource Group 2009). It
can therefore be said that the consensus amongst the general public would be that it is
morally acceptable to eat meat.
As above, no specific polls have been conducted to determine the view of those in
the field of ethics. The literature appears to support the vegetarian view but that might not
reflect what is actually practiced by the majority of people in that field. Until it can be
determined otherwise, it is safe to say that the issue is still controversial amongst
ethicists.
In the cases where there is disagreement amongst the experts but where very little
discussion is had in the general public, it would be preferred that the instructor use the
method of neutrality in which the received view and challenges to it are presented for
students to evaluate and determine where their own view is. For many students, this may
be the first time that their received view has been challenged.
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Consensus in Both – Consensus is same
Whenever the general public and the field of experts agree on a view, there is no
need to present an opposing view. In fact, it is not likely that any discussion would be
necessary to attempt to determine what the preferred view might be.
An example of this would be the historical evidence for the Nazi holocaust
against the Jewish people. Both the general public and historians agree that this
happened. However, there are a small number of people who deny the evidence and claim
that it either did not happen or that far fewer people died than is generally accepted.
It is not necessary for an instructor to present the arguments of this view which is
not held by many people. Similarly, an instructor discussing the nature of the earth would
not need to present the view of the Flat-Earth Society.
Likewise, an ethicist would be justified in assuming that her students accept the
fact that killing an innocent person is morally unacceptable. It would not be necessary to
present arguments claiming otherwise and one can assume that any ethical discussion
would include this assumption.

Consensus in Both – Consensus is Different
There are cases where a consensus can be found in both the general public and the
field of experts but where the consensus is different. In most instances, the majority
opinion would be in opposite viewpoints. For instance, in the general public, X might be
considered acceptable but for the field of experts, X is unacceptable.
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Consider what might happen if a majority of people thought that it was acceptable
to treat a particular group of persons differently from another. This might be the
consensus of the general public. However, for ethicists, the consensus opinion might be
that all persons should be treated equally. So, how might an instructor teach a course if
this were the case?
What is interesting about this case is that there is, in fact, a controversy. Where it
lies is between the two groups – the general public and the field of experts. However,
since most would be familiar with the consensus of the general public, which is likely a
received view, the preferred teaching method is one of critical advocacy.
The instructor would present the view of the experts and hold it up for analysis
and argument and present it as a challenge to the received view of the students.

Controversy in Both
In cases where no consensus can be found in either the general public or amongst
the field of experts, then the instructor would either use neutrality or critical advocacy of
his own view.
This particular case is, I argue, the basis for the debate over which teaching
method is preferred. Proponents of either neutrality or advocacy are basing their
arguments around the assumption that classroom discussions will revolve around issues
that are strictly controversial. My point is that not all issues are controversial at all levels.
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Whether on chooses to use neutrality or advocacy should take into account the levels at
which reasonable persons disagree about the given issue.

I acknowledge that the difficulty here is in determining what actually counts as a
consensus. There is no exact percentage number that indicates this threshold has been
reached. Therefore, this is not an exact method of coming to a conclusion on which
method to use.
I do think that one can reasonably assume that a significant number of people hold
to certain views. This is an acknowledgment that I think should be made within the realm
of the neutrality / advocacy debate.
There are certain things that reasonable people are assumed to hold true today,
such as, it is unacceptable for one person to own another person. This is something that
we take for granted today when discussing ethical issues. Likewise, there are certain
contemporary moral issues for which it is becoming equally self-evident. Teachers of
ethics should take time to attempt to determine which issues are generally accepted by a
majority of people and let that influence their decision to follow their teaching method of
choice.
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Conclusion
How one teaches a course in ethics is as important as what one teaches. The
debate over neutrality and advocacy attempt to determine which version is preferable to
the other. Proponents of each method show how it is preferable to the other. I maintain
that each method has an acceptable version of that method and that it is better to be
flexible over which method is used depending on the particular issue being addressed.
An ethics instructor should look at each issue to be discussed during the course
and determine for each whether or not it is controversial and where that controversy lies.
One should think about whether a controversy exists amongst those who dedicate their
careers studying that issue. For the times where a consensus of experts can be discovered
concerning an issue, it would be preferable to advocate to that consensus.
When one advocates a consensus, one is using the method of critical advocacy.
This allows and encourages students to question the consensus view. It will also aid in
them discovering their own view and if it holds up to criticism.
The consensus of experts is not assumed to be correct. An instructor does not
want to risk presenting an argument from authority. Thus, the consensus view is not
given as the correct view but is presented to students with the acknowledgement that it is
the consensus view. It is then held up to scrutiny in the same way that any view would be.
Likewise, whenever controversy exists over a particular issue, this should be
acknowledged to students and all sides should be examined.
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The difference between controversy and consensus and how one presents
opposing viewpoints can be seen readily in the often-used phrase in the debate over
teaching intelligent design alongside the theory of evolution. Proponents of intelligent
design claim that we should ‘teach the controversy’ and present both sides of the issue.
My argument is that it matters where that controversy lies. Sometimes we should indeed
teach the controversy. However, when experts largely agree on an issue, we should also
‘teach the consensus’.
Students should be made aware that controversy in the general public and
controversy in the field of experts sometimes differ. This is true, as well, in the field of
ethics. There are some issues that are still hotly debated amongst television pundits, in
newspapers, and internet blogs but are largely settled amongst ethicists themselves.
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